The role of pro-drug therapy in the treatment of cancer.
The administration of anti-cancer agents is currently associated with significant toxicity and lack of tumour specificity. Prodrugs are being designed to favourably alter the therapeutic index of these agents by improving their efficacy and reducing toxicity. Progress in the development of prodrugs including the cytotoxic agents most commonly used in cancer treatments namely 5-fluorouracil (5-FU), the anthracyclines, paclitaxel and platinum will be described. Many of these agents are at an early stage of development: however, this article will also describe those which have already made an impact in the clinic. It is likely that future improvements in care will come from refinement of the drugs already well established in clinical practice. In addition, this technology could be applied to novel agents with alternative cellular targets such as those involved in angiogenesis or in conferring metastatic potential. Thus, lessons learned with standard drugs may be applicable across a wider spectrum of therapeutics.